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The morning air in Camp Pickett, Virginia, was thick with the mingling scents of damp earth, diesel fuel, and burnt coffee. The year was 1942, and America had been at war for nearly a year. Training camps across the country were swelling with fresh-faced young men, and boys plucked from farms, factories, and city streets, handed rifles, and told to turn into soldiers. Among them, Marv Nerbovig, twenty-three, stocky, and possessed humor as dry as overcooked cornbread, stood in the mess tent, rolling up his sleeves for another day’s work.

Battery B of the 353rd Anti-Aircraft Artillery Battalion, part of the legendary 3rd Infantry Division, was preparing to embark on a journey that would take them from the fields of Virginia to the battle-scarred beaches of North Africa and beyond. Most of the men in the unit saw themselves as warriors-in-the-making, eager to test their mettle against the Axis. But Marv? He had enlisted knowing he wouldn’t be charging into combat with a Garand rifle slung over his shoulder. He was a cook, and though some of his fellow soldiers scoffed at his role, he knew the truth: an army marched on its stomach, and hungry men didn’t fight well.

From before dawn until well after sunset, Marv and his kitchen crew toiled in the heat and the cold, peeling potatoes, stirring vats of stew, and slapping together sandwiches to keep the men fueled. The mess hall was his battlefield, his weapons ladles and knives, his enemies moldy bread and weevils in the flour. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was necessary. And as he watched boys from Wisconsin, Texas, and New York grumble about the powdered eggs before heading off to drill, he knew that soon enough, they’d be longing for the predictability of those chow lines when the real war began.

The orders came in early October: Battery B would soon ship out for an undisclosed location. The men knew what that meant. Their training had been more than the usual drills, there had been desert warfare instruction, amphibious landing exercises, and long marches in full gear. The 3rd Infantry Division wasn’t being prepped for some quiet stateside duty. They were going to fight.

Marv packed his things with the same efficiency he used in the kitchen, though he didn’t have much. A photograph of his parents back in Minnesota, a small Bible his mother had pressed into his hands the day he left, and a collection of letters from his wife, Dot, who wrote to him every week without fail. The rest was Army issue, green fatigues, boots, and a duffel stuffed with essentials he’d learned to live with over months of training.

The last night before departure, Marv found himself sitting outside the mess tent, watching the flickering glow of cigarettes as a few of the men sat around talking in hushed voices. Some were excited, some were nervous. A few, the ones who had already seen combat, wore unreadable expressions, knowing full well what awaited them across the ocean. Marv wasn’t sure how he felt. He had never dreamed of being a soldier, never imagined himself in a war. But here he was, and soon, he’d be cooking meals under a different sky, on foreign soil, feeding men who might not all make it home.

The transport ships were waiting, and as the sun rose over the Chesapeake Bay, the men of Battery B, 353rd Anti-Aircraft Artillery Battalion, boarded, their boots clanking against the steel gangways. Marv took a last deep breath of Virginia air before stepping aboard. He didn’t know where he was going, not exactly, but one thing was certain—wherever war took them, the men would need to eat, and he’d be there, ladle in hand, ready to serve.

Marvin “Marv” Nerbovig participated in campaigns in North Africa, Sicily, Italy, France, and Germany, as denoted by his European-African-Middle Eastern Campaign Medal with one silver battle star (denoting five campaigns), and four bronze battle stars.

Marv participated as a cook in the same battles as Audie Murphy. 
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Algeria-French Morocco

Marv was a cook in the U.S. Army, stationed far from home during World War II. His journey began not with the rumble of tanks or the echoes of distant gunfire but with the aroma of simmering stews and the rhythmic clatter of pots and pans in a military kitchen. Yet, as the war raged on, Marv found himself swept into the chaos of the Algeria-French Morocco Campaign, a pivotal moment in the Allied fight against the Axis powers.

The Algeria-French Morocco Campaign, known as Operation Torch, was the first major American military operation of the war in Europe and North Africa. The campaign was a joint Anglo-American invasion, aimed at securing the North African coastline and gaining a foothold for future operations against Nazi forces in Europe. General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied Commander, led the charge. The goal was to drive Axis forces out of French North Africa, primarily German and Italian troops who had established a stronghold in the region.

The operation began on November 8, 1942, when over 100,000 Allied soldiers landed along the coasts of Algeria and Morocco. The landings were concentrated in three key locations: Casablanca (Morocco), Oran, and Algiers (Algeria). The objective was to weaken German control of the region while maintaining the cooperation of Vichy France, which still held sway in the region despite its collaboration with Nazi Germany.

Marv and his fellow cooks were not part of the initial combat force, but they followed behind the troops. As the landings unfolded, they had their task: to keep the soldiers fed and healthy in the face of hardship. For Marv, this meant long hours in the kitchen, preparing meals that would sustain the soldiers as they fought to secure the region.

But things were not always easy. The men often worked with limited resources. Canned goods, dried rations, and powdered eggs were staples in their daily cooking. While Marv had the skills to make these meals as nutritious and flavorful as possible, he couldn’t ignore the toll it took on both him and his fellow soldiers. The air was thick with tension, and Marv soon realized that being a cook in wartime meant more than just feeding troops. It meant providing comfort, a small but vital link to the world they once knew, far away from the chaos of war.

The landing at Casablanca was one of the most significant events of Operation Torch. It was a major port city, and taking it would not be easy. The Vichy French troops, loyal to the Vichy government in France, resisted fiercely. The fighting in Casablanca was intense. Marv’s unit arrived just after the initial waves of landings, but the sound of gunfire still echoed in the distance. It was clear that the soldiers needed their strength, and Marv was determined to provide.

Amid the chaos, Marv and his fellow cooks found themselves working under increasingly difficult conditions. They set up their kitchen in a temporary mess hall, barely protected from the noise of distant artillery fire. There were moments when Marv would look out the window and catch glimpses of smoke rising from the battlefield. The air tasted of salt and gunpowder. At times, it felt as though the whole world was on the edge of collapse.

Despite these dangers, Marv kept his focus on the task at hand: ensuring the soldiers received the sustenance they needed to keep fighting. His experience as a cook, working in his diner in Brainerd, Minnesota, “Marv’s Marvelous Meals” slinging hash and flipping pancakes for the early-morning factory workers, came in handy. He could stretch rations, make the most of limited ingredients, and adapt to whatever he had available. But he was also keenly aware that the soldiers' morale depended just as much on their meals as it did on the victories they achieved.

There were moments when the soldiers would come through the kitchen, weary from their latest skirmish, looking for a warm meal. Their faces, covered in dust and sweat, would soften as they sat down to eat. Marv would do his best to offer a smile, even when his own heart ached from the grim reality of war. He never spoke much about the battles; he was there to serve, not to fight. But he noticed the faraway looks in their eyes and knew that his role, though not as glamorous as that of a soldier on the front lines, was just as important.

As the campaign moved eastward, the soldiers faced more challenges than just combat. The climate of North Africa was unforgiving, and the soldiers, along with the cooks, had to contend with sweltering heat during the day and bone-chilling cold at night. Supplies were often delayed or lost, and sometimes it was all Marv could do to scrounge together enough food to feed his fellow soldiers.

Marv’s days in the kitchen were long, but he found solace in the small moments. One evening, after a long day of preparing meals, he found himself sitting with a group of soldiers, watching the sunset over the desert. The sky was a deep purple, and the stars began to appear one by one. It was a peaceful moment in a chaotic world, and for a brief time, Marv allowed himself to forget about the war. He knew the men he served had a long road ahead, but he also knew that his job, though seemingly mundane, was a vital part of the war effort.

The soldiers were growing weary, and the toll of combat was becoming apparent. Many of them had seen action in Europe or were veterans of the brutal desert campaigns. Marv listened as they spoke of their experiences, of friends lost in battle, of moments of fear, and of the rare moments of victory that kept them going. They spoke of their families back home and of the lives they hoped to return to. Marv, too, thought of his own family, of the quiet life he had left behind in Brainerd, where the only battles he had faced were in the kitchen.

As the campaign continued, the focus shifted toward the capture of Oran, one of the largest cities in Algeria. The Vichy French forces, though not as powerful as the Axis troops, were entrenched in the city, and the Allies knew that securing Oran was crucial to the success of the campaign. The battle for Oran was one of the most intense of Operation Torch. For Marv, it meant more than just feeding the soldiers; it meant navigating the dangers of the city itself.

Oran was heavily defended by Vichy French troops, and as the battle raged on, the city was transformed into a war zone. The streets were filled with debris and the smell of smoke. Marv’s unit set up their kitchen in a makeshift building, trying to avoid the worst of the shelling. The soldiers, grim-faced but resolute, continued their advance. Marv, always ready with a hot meal, worked tirelessly to ensure that they had the strength to keep fighting.

During one particularly harrowing day, Marv found himself in a bombardment. The ground shook as explosions rang out, and for a moment, Marv thought the building he was in would collapse. But through it all, he kept his focus. He couldn’t afford to panic, his fellow soldiers depended on him. As he served the last of the day's rations to a group of soldiers taking shelter in the kitchen, one of them, a young man from Kentucky, turned to him and said, “You’re the reason we’re still going, Marv.”

It was a simple statement, but to Marv, it meant everything. In that moment, he understood the importance of his role. He wasn’t just a cook. He was part of something much bigger. He was a lifeline to the men who fought on the front lines.

The battle for Oran would eventually end in an Allied victory, but the cost was high. Many soldiers lost their lives, and the fighting was relentless. Yet, Marv and his fellow cooks never faltered. They continued to provide the troops with food, warmth, and a sense of normalcy during the chaos.

After the successful capture of Oran, the Allies moved further east, marching toward Algiers, the capital city of Algeria. The land was harsh, the sun unforgiving, and the soldiers felt the strain of combat. They had fought for days, weeks, and now months, and though victory was within their grasp, it came with a heavy price.

For Marv, the routine of the kitchen continued, but the weight of war was beginning to show. He wasn’t just cooking for soldiers now; he was cooking for men who had seen too much. As their boots kicked up the dust of the African desert, Marv thought about what they left behind in their homelands, far away from this scorching land, where the taste of salt on the air was different, where the sounds of laughter echoed instead of the clash of weapons.

The soldiers, no matter how fatigued, always seemed to appreciate his meals. But Marv noticed something subtle beginning to shift in their faces. They weren’t the same fresh-faced young men he had first encountered back in Casablanca. Some had seen their comrades fall in battle, others had suffered through brutal conditions in the harsh desert climate. Many were starting to show the first signs of what would later be recognized as combat fatigue, empty eyes, blank stares, and an inability to talk about what they had been through.

Marv couldn’t help but feel a sense of helplessness as he looked at them. No matter how well he could cook, no matter how many cans of beans or powdered potatoes he could stretch into a nourishing meal, he couldn’t fix what had been broken in their souls. Still, he gave everything he had to provide them comfort, to ease their exhaustion with a good meal, a warm drink, or even a friendly word. He knew that food was more than just sustenance; it was a momentary distraction, a piece of home in a world that had become increasingly foreign.

As the soldiers advanced, Marv was often sent with them to set up forward operating kitchens or help in the more remote locations, closer to the front lines. Sometimes, the journey to these new locations was long and arduous, and food supplies were strained. There were times when Marv would go entire days without cooking a proper meal, waiting for the necessary supplies to arrive, but always having to make do with what was available.

During one of these long marches, while the men trudged through a particularly desolate stretch of desert, a sandstorm began to brew on the horizon. It was a fierce, blinding storm, and the wind howled as it swept across the barren land, lifting the dry, jagged sand in swirling waves. The temperature dropped suddenly, and Marv could feel the chill biting into his bones. The soldiers, too, struggled to stay warm, their tattered coats barely enough to protect them from the biting cold.

Despite the harsh conditions, Marv managed to find some shelter behind a rocky outcrop and set up a small campfire to cook a simple meal of stew and beans. The men gathered around the fire, grateful for the warmth and the food. The storm raged on around them, but in that moment, the soldiers were able to focus on something beyond the war. They sat in a semi-circle around Marv, their faces illuminated by the flickering light, their weary bodies absorbing the small comfort he could provide.

One soldier, a lanky fellow from Boston named Tom, leaned in closer to Marv and asked, “Hey, Marv, do you ever wonder if we’ll make it out of here?”

Marv paused, ladling the hot stew into the soldiers’ mess kits, and looked up at Tom. The question was one he had asked himself in quieter moments, but he didn’t have an answer to give. All he could do was serve the men and keep their spirits up, as best he could.

“I don’t know, Tom,” Marv finally said, “But I know we’re all in this together, and that’s what counts right now.”

Tom nodded, his eyes clouded with doubt. But for the first time in a long while, his expression softened. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to remind Marv why he was here, to be a small but vital thread in the fabric of their survival.

By the time the Allies reached Algiers, they had already faced many hardships. The battle for the city was expected to be another tough fight, but it was also strategically significant. Algiers was one of the largest port cities in North Africa, and securing it would cut off Axis supply lines and provide a base for further operations. The French resistance within Algiers had already begun working with the Allies, but Vichy French troops were still present, and the battle would not come easy.

Marv’s role was once again to keep the soldiers fed during the chaos of urban combat. They set up kitchens in whatever buildings they could find, often under the shadow of constant artillery fire. The noise of distant explosions became an almost constant background hum, and the soldiers worked with the ever-present knowledge that danger could be just around the corner.

The soldiers in Algiers were worn out, physically and mentally. They had been fighting relentlessly for weeks, and now, as they closed in on the city, they had to contend with the cramped, narrow streets filled with rubble and the ever-watchful eyes of the enemy. During the chaos, Marv worked as quickly and quietly as he could, setting up meals in basements, courtyards, and abandoned buildings, places that offered some semblance of safety from the bombings.

One of the hardest parts of the siege was the scarcity of fresh food. The food supply lines were often disrupted by the fighting, and Marv had to make use of what he could find. Canned goods, dried fruit, and powdered rations were the staples of the day. Despite the limited resources, he did his best to make every meal count.

The days turned into weeks, and with each passing day, Marv saw more and more soldiers begin to wear down. He watched as the men who had once smiled and joked around the campfire began to retreat into themselves, keeping their distance from one another. But Marv knew he couldn’t let them give up. He couldn’t afford to lose hope, even if the soldiers did. He pushed himself harder, preparing food at all hours of the day, staying up late into the night to ensure everyone had something warm in their bellies.

One evening, after a particularly brutal day of shelling, a small group of soldiers gathered in the kitchen area. They had just returned from a patrol, their faces streaked with dirt and sweat. Marv offered them a warm bowl of soup and bread, the smell of which seemed to calm the anxious tension in the air.

“You know, Marv,” said another soldier, a grizzled veteran named Jack, “you’re the one thing that keeps us going sometimes. No matter how tough it gets, we know we can count on you for a hot meal.”

Marv smiled, though there was a tinge of sadness behind his eyes. He knew that his role as a cook had become more important than ever. For many of the men, the daily ritual of sharing a meal was the one thing they could still rely on in the chaos. It wasn’t just food, it was a connection to humanity, a moment of comfort in a world that had lost all sense of normalcy.

As the battle for Algiers raged on, the Allies continued their push. The fighting was intense, but eventually, the city fell into their hands. It was a hard-won victory, but it was a victory nonetheless. Marv had seen too much to celebrate, but in the quiet moments after the battle, he allowed himself a brief sense of relief. The soldiers had triumphed, and for now, they could rest.

The campaign in North Africa was not over, but the battle for Algiers marked a significant turning point in the war. The Axis forces had been driven out of French North Africa, and the Allies now had a foothold in the region from which they could launch future operations. But for Marv, the true battle was not over the land, but within himself.

Throughout the campaign, he had witnessed the toll of war on his comrades. The endless battles, the loss of life, the sheer exhaustion of it all, he had seen it all. But Marv, through it all, remained resolute in his mission to keep the soldiers fed. And as he looked around at the faces of the men he served, he realized something: the real victory wasn’t in the conquest of cities or in pushing back enemy lines. The real victory was in the resilience of the men, and in the small ways they managed to survive, despite everything.

The campaign had been a crucible, one that forged Marv into something more than just a cook. He had become a symbol of strength for the soldiers, a reminder that, even in the darkest moments, there was still hope. And though the war would continue, with battles still to be fought in Italy, Normandy, and beyond, Marv knew that his role in this fight was far from over.

The road ahead would be long, but he would keep cooking. He would keep serving, one meal at a time.

The victory in Algiers, though a critical moment for the Allies, was only the beginning of the broader North African campaign. With the Axis forces pushed out of French North Africa, the next objective was to secure Tunisia, where the German Afrika Korps, under the command of General Erwin Rommel, had dug in. Tunisia, strategically positioned along the Mediterranean coast, was a critical point from which the Axis could launch further attacks or attempt to reinforce their position.

For Marv and the soldiers, this meant more movement, more days spent on the road, and more opportunities to bear witness to the grim realities of war. The landscape between Algiers and Tunisia was stark and unforgiving. The once-bustling cities of North Africa had become battlegrounds. The Allied advance across the region was methodical but relentless, as both sides knew the importance of this next phase of the campaign.

Marv’s role as a cook remained as crucial as ever. The conditions were difficult, and his unit found itself constantly on the move. The road ahead was filled with uncertainty, but one thing remained clear, his job was to feed the soldiers, to keep them in fighting shape for the battles that lay ahead.

The journey southward to Tunisia was long. The terrain varied between the rocky hillsides and barren plains, offering little respite from the heat of the sun or the threat of enemy fire. The soldiers, who had already endured countless hardships, continued their march, and Marv was with them every step of the way, setting up camp kitchens in whatever shelter they could find. Sometimes it was a small village, abandoned in the wake of war, and other times it was a hastily built tent in the
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